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Today is Ascension Sunday, the day we remember Jesus’ departure to be with God. We don’t know exactly how he left this earth; the Scripture says, “He was carried up into heaven.” Our imaginations can invent all kinds of fantastical chariots or levitation devices that may have carried Jesus up into heaven. 
But the striking thing about the story to me is not Jesus’ method of transportation, but his last act before he left this earth. His final act on earth was a blessing. He turned and blessed his people. 
We use this word “blessing” in our everyday speech. “She has been such a blessing in my life.” “I have been blessed by knowing you.” We speak of asking for the “blessing” of parents and family on a coming marriage or partnership. We even speak of “blessing God” as an expression of praise and thanks. “Bless the Lord, O my soul,” the Psalmist writes. (Psalm 103:1) 
There is also a use of this word “blessing” that holds a deep significance for our ongoing sense of well-being. How do we ever become able, capable people? I believe that most of us become able adults because we have received the blessing. 
All of us grow up, needing the blessing of some significant person in our life. The blessing is an affirmation, an endorsement of who we are. It’s a giving of favor, well being, and a heightened sense of life. A blessing is a sign of God’s life in our lives; the blessing is the power that makes us able to live and move and have our being---the power that enables our humanity to blossom and not wilt. 
On the days when we feel like a wilting plant, we may ask ourselves whether we have received the blessing. Many of us may have received the blessing from our parents; but some of us may have come from families where our parents had not received the blessing, so they did not know how to give the blessing. If we did not receive their blessing, we may feel hindered, lacking in confidence and self-esteem, and continually struggling with our life. 
But even if our parents were unable to give the blessing, there are key adults who may show up and provide the blessing---a teacher, a coach, an uncle, a friend at church, or a “second mother.” I remember hearing one person described this way: She always mirrored back to you who you are. She said to one person, “You have a gift for laugher.” To someone else she said, “You have the gift of hospitality.” To another she said, “You have a gift for prayer.” She practiced a ministry of encouragement and blessing for each person before her. 
I recently heard someone describe her grandmother, saying, “She gave to each of her grandchildren a strong sense of self!” She gave the blessing. 
Some of you may have read the book by Rachel Remen called My Grandfather’s Blessings. In the book, she does not talk about her own parents. But she talks at great lengths about her grandfather, who was, she said, “a man of many blessings.” He taught us, she said, “to bless the life around us and within us.” He was a Jewish scholar of the mystical teachings of Judaism. According to this tradition, at the beginning of the world the Holy was broken up into countless sparks, which were scattered throughout the universe. There is a “God spark” in everyone and in everything—a kind of rampant goodness in the world. 
Rachel Remen’s grandfather offered blessings over and over as he acknowledged the divine spark that is present throughout life. He would offer a blessing over food, when he saw the sunrise or set, when something was lost or found, or when something would begin or end. He tipped his hat to the Holy many times each day as he dealt with the smallest details of life. 
He understood that to bless someone—to bless food or to bless a day--is to extend God’s presence, sacred power, into us and into the world. 
We all need to find ways to acknowledge the sacred presence among us. In India there is a custom of greeting every person, even a total stranger, by bowing and saying “Namaste.” The word means “I see the divine spark within you.” When we bless someone, we touch the goodness in them and wish it well. Namaste. (Turn to your neighbor and say, “Namaste.”) I recall that Mahatma Gandhi, at the moment he was assassinated by a gunman, said to him, “Namaste.” 
Henri Nouwen tells a story from his experience working as a chaplain at the L’Arche Community in Toronto. This is a home for severely handicapped adults, those with extreme physical and emotional disabilities. Nouwen says that one day he had put on his white robe, getting ready to lead a service, when a young woman, Janet, came to him and said, “Can you give me a blessing.” Henri said he quickly made the sign of the cross on her forehead. But she said, “No, I need more than that.” 
After the service, he gathered in a circle with about 30 people and said, “Janet has asked for a blessing, but I don’t know exactly what form it should take.” At that point Janet moved toward him and put her arms around him and placed her head on his chest. Henri then wrapped the sleeves of his robe around her and said, “Janet, God loves you with a fierce love. You are precious to God. You are God’s beloved child. Never forget how much God loves you.” At that point other people raised their hands saying, “I want a blessing too.” (from Henri Nouwen, Life of the Beloved, p. 56) 
At the monastery where I visit each year, there is an evening Vesper service. The service is held just before nightfall, and the last act of worship is a blessing. The chief monk, the prior, takes a piece of greenery from a clear bowl of water. He moves down one side of the little congregation and gestures with greenery, sprinkling little drops of water on each of us as we bow. He says as he passes, “God’s blessing for you!” 
Each Sunday in this worship service, as we end the service, we have a ritual, a blessing ritual. It’s called the Benediction. The word “bene diction” means, literally, speaking well or saying good things, affirming words, to someone. It means “speaking good will.” In the Benediction we hear again the reminder of blessing: “As you leave this place, may God’s blessing go with you.” 
Today at the benediction, you will hear “Go now to love and serve the Lord, Go now to be God’s people and to live as Christ’s anointed. May the Blessing of God---grace, mercy, and peace—be with you throughout this day and forever. Amen. 
So may it be. Amen. 
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